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Pastor Ben Willis
     January 6th, 2008


Scripture Reading: 
– The Prophet Isaiah 60:1-9 [NLT]

1 “Arise, Jerusalem! Let your light shine for all to see. For the glory of the Lord rises to shine on you. 2 Darkness as black as night covers all the nations of the earth, but the glory of the Lord rises and appears over you. 3 All nations will come to your light; mighty kings will come to see your radiance.

4 “Look and see, for everyone is coming home! Your sons are coming from distant lands; your little daughters will be carried home. 5 Your eyes will shine, and your heart will thrill with joy, for merchants from around the world will come to you. They will bring you the wealth of many lands. 6 Vast caravans of camels will converge on you, the camels of Midian and Ephah. The people of Sheba will bring gold and frankincense and will come worshiping the Lord. 7 The flocks of Kedar will be given to you, and the rams of Nebaioth will be brought for My altars. I will accept their offerings, and I will make My Temple glorious.

8 “And what do I see flying like clouds to Israel, like doves to their nests? 9 They are ships from the ends of the earth, from lands that trust in Me, led by the great ships of Tarshish. They are bringing the people of Israel home from far away, carrying their silver and gold. They will honor the Lord your God, the Holy One of Israel, for He has filled you with splendor.

Sermon:

 This morning’s reading from Isaiah was spoken by the prophet sometime around 600 B.C. It’s a prophecy about homecoming, strange in its original context, since all the days of Isaiah the people of Judah lived in the land of Judah. Sure, Judah was surrounded by other nations being taken away into brutal captivity. But Judah was secure in her towns; secure in her borders; secure in the treaties she had made with the superpowers to guarantee her lasting freedom.

While she’s enjoying her security, the king’s prophet Isaiah speaks these words about homecoming:
“Your sons are coming from distant lands,” he calls.

“From distant lands? How can that be? They’re right here with us!”

“Your little daughters will be carried home,” he goes on.

“But how did they get there? Will we travel, give birth, and then leave them to be brought back home to us? What are you talking about, Isaiah?”

“More are coming home than just that. Merchants will come bringing caravan after caravan of the Earth’s wealth to Jerusalem! Gold! And frankincense! And all coming home to worship the Lord.”

“Coming home? Isaiah, what are you saying? This is our home, no one else’s. And we do not want any flea-ridden Gentile traders coming here and bringing their filthy beasts and deranged practices to our holy Temple!”

“It gets better, Jerusalem! Rams and goats from all your neighbors; boatloads of silver and gold from all the far away lands that trust the Lord, all being brought to Jerusalem for sacrifice and to adorn His Temple in worship. And the Lord will accept their offerings on His altar, and He will make His Temple glorious! And Jerusalem, you will be filled with splendor!”

And Jerusalem was silent, because all they could think was, “Blasphemy!”

The Good News According to Matthew 2:1-12 [NLT]

1 Jesus was born in Bethlehem in Judea, during the reign of King Herod. About that time some wise men from eastern lands arrived in Jerusalem, asking, 2 “Where is the newborn king of the Jews? We saw His star as it rose, and we have come to worship Him.” 

3 King Herod was deeply disturbed when he heard this, as was everyone in Jerusalem. 4 He called a meeting of the leading priests and teachers of religious law and asked, “Where is the Messiah supposed to be born?”

5 “In Bethlehem in Judea,” they said, “for this is what the prophet wrote: 

6 ‘And you, O Bethlehem in the land of Judah, are not least among the ruling cities of Judah, for a ruler will come from you Who will be the shepherd for My people Israel.’”

7 Then Herod called for a private meeting with the wise men, and he learned from them the time when the star first appeared. 8 Then he told them, “Go to Bethlehem and search carefully for the child. And when you find Him, come back and tell me so that I can go and worship Him, too!”

9 After this interview the wise men went their way. And the star they had seen in the east guided them to Bethlehem. It went ahead of them and stopped over the place where the child was. 10 When they saw the star, they were filled with joy! 11 They entered the house and saw the child with His mother, Mary, and they bowed down and worshiped Him. Then they opened their treasure chests and gave Him gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh.

12 When it was time to leave, they returned to their own country by another route, for God had warned them in a dream not to return to Herod.

600 years after Isaiah’s strange words the first Gentiles came to Judah to worship Christ, the Lord. The Jews were told about him first, and the shepherds searched Bethlehem looking for the sign God’s messenger had promised: A new-born baby wrapped tightly in swaddling cloths (like all newborns are, even today), but this one sleeping in a feeding trough! And they found Him. And they bowed down before Him! And the Bible makes so clear how they told others! And we read that old Simeon and the prophetess Anna recognized Jesus as the Christ when Joseph brought Him to the Temple for circumcision and the first-born offering…

But the magi – maybe three, but the Bible only says, “some”, so maybe more – the magi were the first Gentiles, the first non-Jews, the first from among “the nations” (because Gentile means “from the nations”) to recognize, yes, that Jesus was the Christ – the king of the Jews – but also that Jesus was Christ the Lord – the Lord God Himself! And they worshiped Him bringing camel-loads of gold and frankincense and myrrh, just as Isaiah had said they would.

And as the bumper stickers proclaim, “Wise men still follow Him.” Jews and Gentiles alike are still here in 2008, still coming home to Jesus and worshiping Him with their gold and silver and frankincense and rams and boatloads and camel-loads of offerings and sacrifice.

Because this is God’s plan! To use the words of the apostle Paul to the Ephesians: 

“Both Gentiles and Jews who believe the Good News share equally in the riches inherited by God’s children. Both are part of the same body, and both enjoy the promise of blessings because they belong to Christ Jesus…

“This was God’s eternal plan, which He carried out through Christ Jesus our Lord.

“Because of Christ and our faith in Him, we can now come boldly and confidently into God’s presence!” (3:6, 11-12) Sons and daughters, merchants and pilgrims, the children of Israel and the people from all nations, from near and from far – through the preaching and teaching of prophets and apostles and pastors and teachers and evangelists – coming to honor the Lord and fill His House with splendor!

“Blasphemy!” cried those Israelites in 600 B.C. “Blasphemy!” cried the Jews to Peter and Paul. And “Blasphemy!” still, to many of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob’s descendants even today. But to those who believe… the long-awaited fulfillment of the living and active Word of God spoken through the Prophet Isaiah!

Who’s God put on your heart? A neighbor? Your mom or dad, or maybe brother or sister or daughter or son? A co-worker? Who? You’ve been praying. Now stop putting it off: Tell them about Jesus. Invite them to this Saturday’s Movie Night. Invite them to Sunday School or Bible study. Help them to know the love of Christ, and the goodness He is bringing home to His Church.

Arise! Get up! – people of God! Let your light – our good deeds – shine for all to see! For the glory of the Lord has risen to shine on you! Darkness as black as night covers all the nations of the earth, but the glory of the Lord has risen and appeared over you! All nations will come to your light! Even mighty kings will come to see our radiance…
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Faith working through love” (Gal. 5:¢)
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